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Titan Rocket Explodes Just After Lifting Off

From California Base

By WILLIAM J. BROAD
Special to The New York Times
VANDENBERG AIR FORCE BASE,

Calif., April 18 — A Titan rocket carry-
ing a secret military payload expioded
today in a large orange fireball seconds
after liftoff here, Air Force officials
said.

There were no injuries, they said, but
the explosion damaged the launching
pad and five acres surrounding it.

A combination of liquid and solid-fuel !

. exploded

bere at Launching Complex 4 at 10:45

'A.M., said Sgt. Virgil Short of the Air
' Force, a Vandenberg spokesman.

‘It was several hundred feet in the
air,” he said. “The fireworks were
spectacular. I was about 11 miles
away. I heard the booms but it wasn't
deafening. They reportedly heard it as
far away as Avila Beach, 100 miles to
the north.”

The explosion released a cloud of poi-
sonous fumes; nearby schoolchildren
were ordered to stay indoors until the
cloud dissipated.

“It’s too early to speculate why it
blew up,” Sergeant Short said, adding
that an investigation was under way.

The explosion was a major setback to

the military’s launching capabililty.
Dr. Paul B. Stares, a military space ex-
pert at the B Institution in
Washington, said, “‘It’s a real crisis.”

The space shuttles, which also carry
large military satellites into orbit,
'have been grounded while
tors seek the cause of the explosion
Jan. 28 of the shuttlecraft Challenger,
which killed its crew of seven. Mean-
‘"1‘“9' the military has been forced to
rely on unmanned rockets, particulary
the Titan, for launching satellites and
other military payloads.

i The payload lost today was almost
certainly a KH-11 photographic reco-
naissance satellite, according to Dr. |

Stares and Stephen Daggett, a senior:
analyst with the Center for Defense In-
formation, a noaprofit organization
based in Washington.

Dr. Stares said that the explosion
‘‘compounds the problems we’'re al.
ready having with the shuttle.” He said
a KH-11 costs about $300 million, and
that if one were destroyed today

.aboard the Titan “it means that the

s”c‘ ”

would have po spy satellites over the

Soviet Union.”
He said KH-11 satellites. heip the

* spots” around the giobe.

United States monitor the Soviet mili-

, check compiliance with arms con-
&? and observe ‘‘hot

Last Aug. 28, another Titan was de-

space shuttle booster rockets, accord-
ing to Arthur E. Koski, a spokesman
for Martin Marietta Aerospace of Den-
ver, a contractor for the Titan 34D. The
Titan exploded at a time when only the
boosters were supposed to be firing.

A failure of the O rings seals is con-
sidered the prime cause of the Chal-
lenger explosion.

“I don’t believe the Titan has ever
had any problems with the solids,"’ said
Mr. Koski. “Including this launch, five
out of 134 Titan 3's have failed.”

The Titan 34D liquid engines are
made by Aerojet TechSystems of Sa-
crameto, the solid ones are made by
United Technologies Chemical Sys-
tems Division of Sunnyvale, Calif.

The blast here this
concern

“T o1t it should fail,” he said, “the U.S. '

Schoois Back to Normal *

raised
in nearby communities that

mdems might be exposed to toxic

es.
“Initially, you could see the pinkish
cloud off in the distance,” said James
R. Brown, superintendent of the Lom-
poc Unified School District. Lompoc is-
about 15 miles southeast of the Titan
mmchingcrd,wmuanhuaduo-
late stretch of the California coastline.
130 miles northwest of Los Angelvs.
“We directed our to keep
children in schoolrooms till further no-
tice,” he added. “‘About an hour later,
we received word from the base that

there was no danger, and
that. We then b.c‘knm
operations.”

The two most prominent chemicals
in the cloud were agrozine 30 and nitro-
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